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WET LAMINATION PROCESS FOR
REDUCING MUD CRACKING IN FUEL CELL
COMPONENTS

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Electrochemical conversion cells, commonly referred to as
fuel cells, produce electrical energy by processing reactants,
for example, through the oxidation and reduction of hydrogen
and oxygen. A typical polymer electrolyte fuel cell comprises
a polymer membrane (e.g., a proton exchange membrane
(PEM)) with electrode layers (e.g., containing at a minimum
one catalyst type and one ionomer type) on both sides. The
catalyst coated PEM is positioned between a pair of gas
diffusion media layers, and a cathode plate and an anode plate
are placed outside the gas diffusion media layers. The com-
ponents are compressed to form the fuel cell.

The catalyst layers can be attached to the PEM forming a
membrane electrode assembly (MEA) (also known as a cata-
lyst coated membrane (CCM)). One method of forming an
MEA involves depositing an electrode ink on the PEM by
direct spraying or coating in a shim frame. Alternatively, the
electrode can be formed on a decal and transferred to the
PEM. Alternatively, the catalyst/ionomer ink can be coated on
a gas diffusion medium (GDM) substrate, which is known as
a catalyst coated diffusion media (CCDM).

Typically, the electrode ink includes powder catalyst on a
support, such as a carbon support, and an ionomer solution
which are dispersed in a mixed solvent. The mixed solvent
usually contains one or more organic solvents, such as alco-
hols, and water in a specific ratio that depends on the type of
catalyst. The mixture is then homogenized by ball-milling for
up to about 3 days before coating on the PEM, decal substrate,
or GDM. For shim coating, the catalyst loading can be con-
trolled by the thickness of the shim; for the Mayer rod coat-
ing, the catalyst loading can be controlled by the thread num-
ber. Multiple coatings can be applied for higher catalyst
loading, as needed. After applying the wet ink, the solvents
are dried in an oven to drive off the solvent and form the
electrode. After the catalyst/ionomer coated decal dries, the
catalyst/ionomer is then transferred onto a PEM by hot press
to form an MEA. The anode and cathode can be hot-pressed
onto a PEM simultaneously. The pressure and time for the hot
press may vary for different types of MEAs.

Itis known that electrodes made from catalyst ink are prone
to forming a network of cracks on the surface, which is called
“mud cracking.” It is well known that stresses develop as a
wet film dries and the solid materials begin to consolidate.
Although not wishing to be bound by theory, the cracks may
form due to stress gradients resulting from local thickness
differences in the wet film. The cracks may also form follow-
ing drying due to an inherent weakness of the electrode. The
electrode is formed from a porous matrix of the carbon sup-
port bound by the ionomer, which is a relatively weak binder.
As a result, the matrix of the carbon support within the iono-
mer may not be continuous. In addition, the carbon support
provides minimal reinforcement to the ionomer, and the
resulting matrix may not withstand the substantial stresses
during the drying of the catalyst ink, resulting in a greater
opportunity for the cracks to form during operation of the fuel
cell. If the tensile strength of the film is insufficient to over-
come the induced drying stress, mud cracks can form to
relieve the film of the stress.

The network of cracks can negatively impact the perfor-
mance of the fuel cell in several ways. For example, during
the typical expansion and contraction of the electrolyte mem-
brane during fuel cell operation, the base of the cracks can
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form a stress concentration on the adjacent electrolyte mem-
brane, which may result in degrading the membrane, for
example, forming pin-holes. In addition, the electrolyte mem-
brane immediately adjacent to the crack is exposed to a dif-
ferent humidity environment than the electrolyte membrane
immediately adjacent to the electrode. The expansion of the
electrolyte membrane into the cracks can also degrade the
electrolyte membrane, particularly after repeated expansion
and contraction cycles. Furthermore, the network of cracks in
the electrode can reduce the effective stiffness of the elec-
trode, resulting in an undesirable movement of the MEA
during fuel cell operation.

A number of methods for reducing mud cracking have been
developed. One method involves increasing the time allowed
for the catalyst ink to dry. However, increasing the drying
time also increases manufacturing costs and may not be suf-
ficient to reduce cracking. Increasing the drying time also
may not optimize the resistance to cracking of the electrode
during subsequent operation of the fuel cell.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

One aspect of the invention is a method of fabricating a
substantially crack-free electrode. In one embodiment, the
method includes depositing an electrode ink on a substrate;
placing a porous reinforcement layer on a surface of the wet
electrode ink; and drying the electrode ink to form the sub-
stantially crack-free electrode layer on the substrate.

Another aspect of the invention is a substantially crack-free
electrode layer. In one embodiment, the substantially crack-
free electrode layer includes a substrate; and a substantially
crack-free electrode layer on the substrate, the electrode layer
comprising a catalyst, an ionomer, and a porous reinforce-
ment layer.

Another aspect of the invention is a fuel cell. In one
embodiment, the fuel cell includes a proton exchange mem-
brane; a pair of gas diffusion media substrates on opposite
sides of the proton exchange membrane; a pair of electrode
layers between the proton exchange membrane and each of
the pair of gas diffusion media substrates, the electrode layers
on the proton exchange membrane or the gas diffusion media
substrate, at least one of the electrode layers being substan-
tially crack-free and comprising a catalyst, an ionomer, and a
porous reinforcement layer; and a pair of plates on opposite
sides of the proton exchange membrane and outside the pair
of gas diffusion media substrates.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a schematic cross-section of one embodiment of
a fuel cell.

FIG. 2 is a graph showing a polarization curve under low
humidity conditions.

FIG. 3 is a graph showing a polarization curve under high
humidity conditions.

FIG. 4 is an optical image showing the electrode surface
without an ePTFE reinforcement layer.

FIG. 5 is an SEM cross-section of an electrode with an
ePTFE reinforcement layer.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

FIG. 1 shows one embodiment of a fuel cell 10. The fuel
cell includes a PEM 15 between a pair of electrodes 20. The
electrodes 20 form a cathode and an anode for the fuel cell.
The electrodes 20 may be deposited onto the PEM 15, as in
the CCM design, to form an MEA 25. There is a GDM 30
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adjacent to each of the electrodes 20. The electrodes 20 can be
deposited onto the GDM, as in the CCDM design. Adjacent to
each of the GDM is a fuel cell plate 35. These fuel cell plate
can be unipolar or bipolar plates, as known in the art. The
electrodes of the present invention can be used with any
appropriate fuel cell components.

The electrode includes a matrix of ionomer having a plu-
rality of electrically conductive support particles substan-
tially evenly distributed throughout. The matrix of ionomer is
formed from any suitable proton-conducting polymer that is
substantially stable under the operating conditions and tem-
perature associated with operation of the fuel cell. Suitable
ionomer includes, but is not limited to, perfluorosulfonic acid
(PFSA) polymer (for example Nafion® from the E.I. DuPont
de Nemours and Co.), hydrocarbon ionomers such as sul-
fonated polyether ketones, aryl ketones, and polybenzimida-
zoles. Other proton-conducting polymers could also be used.

Electrically conductive support particles support the cata-
lyst. In the typical situation, the catalyst is disposed on the
conductive support particles, as opposed to the ionomer. The
conductive support particles can be formed from any material
having sufficiently high electrical conductivity and surface
area to be used in a fuel cell. Suitable conductive support
particles include, but are not limited to carbon black, graphite,
and activated carbon.

The catalyst is typically a finely divided precious metal
having catalytic activity. Suitable precious metals include,
but are not limited to, platinum group metal, such as platinum,
palladium, iridium, rhodium, ruthenium, and their alloys. The
platinum group metal can be alloyed with other metals as
well, if desired. Catalyst coated support materials are com-
mercially available, as is known to those of skill in the art.

The method allows the fabrication of a substantially mud
crack-free electrode layer having a uniform thickness. It has
been found that placing a porous film on the surface of a wet
electrode, MPL, or other wet film construction while it is
drying significantly reduces or eliminates mud cracking by
reinforcing the surface of the film while the film’s structure is
being formed. The film remains in or on the surface of the
electrode and is part of the final MEA assembly. Any porous
material that will anchor the top surface of the electrode can
be used. Suitable porous materials include, but are not limited
to, polymer films, metal screens, woven fabrics, etc. Suitable
porous polymer films include expanded polytetrafluoroeth-
ylene, and the like. Suitable metal screens include fine stain-
less steel screens, and the like.

It has been shown that a substantially mud crack-free cath-
ode can extend the life of an MEA by eliminating damage to
the membrane. By “substantially crack-free,” we mean that
very few cracks are visible under reflected light microscopy
or scanning electron microscopy (SEM) of cross sectioned
CCDM. The number of mud cracks is desirably as close to
zero as possible.

The catalyst-based inks typically contain solvent, ionomer,
and catalyst, for example platinum. Suitable solvents include,
but are not limited to, organic solvents and water. Suitable
organic solvents include, but are not limited to, isopropyl
alcohol, n-propyl alcohol, ethanol, or combinations thereof.
Water is typically included in the mixture, although this is not
required. The electrode ink can optionally include one or
more additional materials to improve the electrode properties,
if desired. Additional materials include, but are not limited to,
fibers or layered silicate reinforcements, as described in U.S.
application Ser. No. 12/170,706, filed Jul. 10, 2008, and U.S.
application Ser. No. 12/882,653 filed Sep. 15, 2010, which
are incorporated herein by reference.
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The electrode ink can be deposited on any suitable sub-
strate, including, but not limited to, proton exchange mem-
brane, a gas diffusion media without a microporous layer, a
gas diffusion media with a microporous layer, a free-standing
microporous layer, or a decal substrate.

The catalystink is dried. Any drying process that efficiently
dries the solvent (including the water if present) can be used.
Suitable drying processes include, but are not limited to,
infrared (IR) drying and convective drying.

Ifthe electrode layer is formed on a decal substrate is used,
it can then be transferred to an appropriate layer for its
intended use, such as in a fuel cell where it might be trans-
ferred to a proton exchange membrane, or a gas diffusion
media (with or without a microporous layer).

Catalyst based inks were produced which contained sol-
vent, water, ionomer, and platinum containing catalyst. Using
conventional coating techniques, such as slot die coating, the
ink was applied to the GDM. A porous polymer film, such as
expanded polytetrafiuoroethylene (ePTFE), was placed on
the wet ink. The ink was then dried under an IR lamp to
remove the solvent(s). The resulting cathode was combined
with the counter electrode and membrane to form an MEA.

EXAMPLE 1
Ink Preparation

2.89 g of a Pt-alloy catalyst was added to 400 g 5 mm
zirconia milling beads. A premix of 65.4 g n-propyl alcohol,
20.1 g water, and 11.59 g of a perfluorosulfonic acid (PFSA)
ionomer solution was added to the catalyst and milling media.
The mixture was ball milled for 24 hrs.

Electrode Coating Preparation

The catalyst-containing ink was coated directly onto gas
diffusion media (GDM) (with a microporous layer). A piece
of'expanded polytetrafluoroethylene (ePTFE) film was lami-
nated to the wet film surface immediately after coating the
ink. The expanded polytetrafiuoroethylene film (Tetratex®)
is manufactured by Donaldson Company. The target Pt load-
ing was 0.2 mg Pt/cm®. The coating was dried under an
infrared (IR) lamp for 10 min. at 400° F. A thin film of
ionomer was coated on the surface of the ePTFE, with a target
coating weight of 0.16 mg/cm?. The coating was dried under
an IR lamp for 4 min. at 400° F.

MEA Assembly

50 cm? pieces of the CCDM made above were used for the
cathode. 50 cm? pieces of a CCDM having 0.05 mg Pt/cm?>
were used for the anode. A PFSA membrane was placed
between the cathode and anode CCDM. The assembly was
hot pressed at 295° F. under a force of 4000 1b for 2 min.

The MEAs were then tested in situ with a 50 cm? active
area. FIG. 2 shows a polarization curve under very low
humidification (95° C., 26% RH, 150 kPa absolute) condi-
tions. The data shows that the electrodes including the ePTFE
reinforcement layer (Reinforced Layer Ex. 1 and 2) result in
as good or better performance compared to the electrodes
without the reinforcement layer (Unreinforced Layer Ex. 1
and 2). FIG. 3 shows a polarization curve under very high
humidification (80° C., 100% RH, 170 kPa absolute) condi-
tions. The data shows that the electrodes including the ePTFE
reinforcement layer (Reinforced Layer Ex. 1 and 2) result in
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as good or better performance compared to the electrodes
without the reinforcement layer (Unreinforced Layer Ex. 1
and 2).

FIG. 4 is a top down optical image of an electrode surface
without an ePTFE reinforcement layer. The electrode shows
severe mud cracking.

FIG. 5 shows scanning electron microscopic (SEM) cross
section of the same electrode design as in FIG. 4, but with an
ePTFE reinforcement layer on the surface. (The ePTFE layer
prevents the use of surface imaging as in FIG. 4 because the
top down optical techniques cannot see through the ePTFE
layer to observe the surface between the ePTFE layer and the
cathode surface.) There is a cathode layer 50 on the
microporous layer 55 of the diffusion media. The ePTFE
reinforcement layer 60 is on the cathode layer 50. FIG. 5
shows a crack-free result.

It is noted that terms like “preferably,” “commonly,” and
“typically” are not utilized herein to limit the scope of the
claimed invention or to imply that certain features are critical,
essential, or even important to the structure or function of the
claimed invention. Rather, these terms are merely intended to
highlight alternative or additional features that may or may
not be utilized in a particular embodiment of the present
invention.

For the purposes of describing and defining the present
invention it is noted that the term “device” is utilized herein to
represent a combination of components and individual com-
ponents, regardless of whether the components are combined
with other components. For example, a “device” according to
the present invention may comprise an electrochemical con-
version assembly or fuel cell, a vehicle incorporating an elec-
trochemical conversion assembly according to the present
invention, etc.

For the purposes of describing and defining the present
invention it is noted that the term “substantially” is utilized
herein to represent the inherent degree of uncertainty that may
be attributed to any quantitative comparison, value, measure-
ment, or other representation. The term “substantially™ is also
utilized herein to represent the degree by which a quantitative
representation may vary from a stated reference without
resulting in a change in the basic function of the subject
matter at issue.

Having described the invention in detail and by reference to
specific embodiments thereof, it will be apparent that modi-
fications and variations are possible without departing from
the scope of the invention defined in the appended claims.
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More specifically, although some aspects of the present
invention are identified herein as preferred or particularly
advantageous, it is contemplated that the present invention is
not necessarily limited to these preferred aspects of the inven-
tion.

What is claimed is:

1. A method of forming a substantially crack-free fuel cell
component that is made of an electrode, a gas diffusion
medium, and a proton-transmissive ionomer, the method
comprising:

depositing an electrode ink directly onto the gas diffusion

medium, the electrode ink comprising a wet film con-
struction containing a solvent, the ionomer, and a cata-
lyst;
placing a porous reinforcement layer on the wet electrode
ink such that the surface of the wet film construction on
the gas diffusion medium is reinforced while it is drying;

drying the electrode ink with a first heating step to remove
the solvent in the electrode ink and to form the substan-
tially crack-free electrode layer on the gas diffusion
medium,;

coating an ionomer film on the substantially crack-free

electrode; and

drying the coated ionomer film with a second heating step.

2. The method of claim 1 wherein the porous reinforcement
layer is a polymer film, a metal screen, or a woven material.

3. The method of claim 1 wherein the porous reinforcement
layer is expanded polytetrafiuoroethylene.

4. The method of claim 1 wherein the solvent comprises an
organic solvent, water, or combinations thereof.

5. The method of claim 4 wherein the organic solvent is
isopropyl alcohol, n-propyl alcohol, ethanol, butanol, diac-
etone alcohol, pentanol, or combinations thereof.

6. The method of claim 1 wherein the ionomer is perfluo-
rosulfonic acid polymer, sulfonated polyether ketone, aryl
ketone, or polybenzimidazole.

7. The method of claim 1 wherein the catalyst is a platinum
group metal.

8. The method of claim 1 wherein the catalyst is disposed
on electrically conductive support particles.

9. The method of claim 1 wherein drying the electrode ink
comprises exposing the electrode ink to an infrared lamp or
convectively heating the electrode ink to remove a solvent in
the electrode ink.



